abstract This article establishes the importance of overlapping modes of reputation making in Benjamin Franklin's mutually reinforcing careers as naturalist and printer (ca. 1730-57). It reevaluates the key transAtlantic relationships on which Franklin relied and demonstrates the interdependence of Franklin's objectives and those of his colleagues in determining their shared social progress. Finally, it explores the changing perceptions of British Atlantic society within the communities in which Franklin participated. In doing so it illustrates how the experience of belonging to particular Anglo-American social networks directly shaped members' attitudes toward nation and empire.
Benjamin Franklin's path from relative insignificance as a colonial printerbookseller to international scientific and political distinction is a familiar and frequently rehearsed story. Most accounts divide Franklin's life into three clear and distinct phases, separated by obvious transitions from one occupation to another: from printer-bookseller to natural philosopher to politician. At each stage Franklin is portrayed as building up the capital necessary to participate at the next, and then making a break-even suppressing the parts of his character corresponding to his old occupation in favor of a fresh persona better suited to his new one. In other words, he is depicted as singleminded, maintaining only one active employment and attendant self-image at a time and exchanging it for others at key transitional moments. This interpretation can be found in muted form in accounts of Franklin's shift from natural philosophy to politics after 1753; Joyce Chaplin reminds us that ''there has never been a biography that examines Franklin's scientific pursuits as an intrinsic part of his life's story'' until hers. 1 It is much more explicit, however, in the way historians have treated Franklin's ''retirement'' as a printer at the end of 1747.
In a letter to his friend Cadwallader Colden, Franklin declared himself to be ''taking the proper Measures for obtaining Leisure to enjoy Life and my Friends more than heretofore, having put my Printing house under the Care of my Partner David Hall, absolutely left off Bookselling, and remov'd to a more quiet Part of the Town.'' 2 Historians generally identify this process as a crucial phase in his personal evolution. 3 They argue that, until he shed his identity as a printer, intellectual circles were closed to him because of the widespread contemporary belief that men with minds habituated to employment rendered themselves incapable of philosophical enterprise. 4 ''Becoming a gentleman,'' Gordon Wood claims, ''changed Franklin's life. He was no longer 'the honest Tradesman.' He was a different person with different goals.'' Unburdening himself of his old character and beginning afresh was the price of successfully switching from printer to philosopher.
Although it conveniently records changes in the focus of Franklin's attention, this narrative relies on overdrawn and potentially deceptive distinctions between his activities. Throughout his career Franklin undoubtedly did work tirelessly to hone his social sensitivity, identify flexibilities in the established order, and capitalize on his mobility potential. Yet this process was not neat or unilinear. Rather, Franklin's character encompassed a kaleidoscope of personae. He was never simply Franklin the tradesman or Franklin the intellectual except in his own shorthand or the casual judgment of others. These ingredients were permanent components of his self-image, though they exerted their influence in varying proportions that corresponded with his circumstances. Indeed, as cultural changes led to a renegotiation of social categories in this period, the problem of blending a suitable public mixture out of competing private qualities to maximize one's social possibilities was a challenge that every well-connected British Atlantic citizen had to face. 5 As Toby Ditz, Craig Muldrew, and others have demonstrated, the insecurity of living under constant scrutiny, in a society where traditional social markers and frontiers regularly dissolved and reformed under the pressures of ''politeness'' and a ''consumer revolution,'' unleashed profound anxieties among those of questionable standing. Franklin was among those struggling to balance ''an elusive inner character and an outer, performative persona,'' and in his as in every case, the outcome was anything but straightforward. 1600 -1945 (Aldershot, 1999 , 68 . Character was ''as much a product of reputation as of self-fashioning-in which private principle was deemed to fit seamlessly with public practice''; P. Thompson 8 But in reality, Franklin's intellectual pursuits were as material to his triumph in the book trade as his bookselling success was in facilitating his scientific participation. Interpreting Franklin less as an individual than according to his place in preexisting webs of trans-Atlantic scientific and book-trade relationships complicates our understanding of his supposed transition from ''tradesman'' to ''gentleman.'' It also demonstrates how his participation in two intersecting information networks shaped his perspective on Anglo-American society, and (ultimately) his political legacy.
Sometime in the summer of 1743 Benjamin Franklin was returning to Philadelphia from a business trip to Boston when he had an ''accedental Meeting on the Road'' with Cadwallader Colden. 9 This journey, and in particular this encounter, marked watershed both in Franklin's career as a printerbookseller and in his scientific activities.
By this time Franklin had a long history of involvement in both these spheres. Even before he was apprenticed as a printer at the age of eleven, poraries were so concerned with their reputations, because their material well-being depended on this unstable language. This was especially true for the middling sort because they defined themselves, and their success in competing for business, status and office, through their credit and reputation, and they possessed less land than the gentry. ' he had become interested in natural occurrences and conducted a few rudimentary scientific experiments of his own design. In one of the earliest, he went swimming while flying a kite, harnessing the wind to pull himself across a lake ''without the least fatigue and with the greatest pleasure imaginable. '' 10 Perhaps this cast of mind was nurtured by his father, whom he recalled analyzing (and experimenting with means of changing) the spawning habits of herring by carrying their eggs from one river to the next.
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Years later, after opening his own Philadelphia printing office, Franklin fixed his attention on earthquakes, lightning, and other extraordinary phenomena, and he began cataloging his observations more systematically in the hope of better understanding the ''subtle actions of nature.'' Perhaps wanting to spark public curiosity (or simply to satisfy an existing demand for novelties among his customers), he routinely published his findings in Poor Richard's Almanack and the Pennsylvania Gazette.
12 He complemented them with curiosities from whatever scientific publications he could collect, reprinting extracts from the Royal Society's Philosophical Transactions as early as 1732. 13 When the Swedish botanist Peter Kalm visited America in 1747-51, Franklin proudly showed these articles to him one by one. Sporadic scientific stories had always appeared in colonial newspapers, but (as in other areas of his business) Franklin ambitiously elaborated on these timeworn book-trade practices. He regarded his scientific articles as something approaching a coherent reference collection and body of instruction, worthy of perusal even by a noted Continental naturalist.
14 Besides setting out to educate himself and his community with simple articles and experiments, Franklin also helped found the Junto debating club (1727) and the Library Company of Philadelphia (1731) eral self-improvement and the discussion of ''Morals, Politics or Natural Philosophy.'' 15 Together these would provide a first makeshift hub around which a middling Pennsylvanian intellectual and, to a more limited extent, scientific community could gradually coalesce. Franklin advocated intellectual improvement both to strengthen the clientele and reputation of his business as a budding literary center and to propagate his own scholarly interests. Though his ''insatiable curiosity'' and business acumen drew him to scientific matters long before his ''retirement'' in 1748, however, for many years he could pursue his interest only casually. 16 He had the innate ability, inquisitiveness, and enthusiasm to make a significant contribution to natural philosophy from the beginning, but there were limits to what he, as a tradesman and an American, could achieve-at least until his chance meeting with Colden on the Boston post road in 1743.
In Franklin's early years as a printer-bookseller the British colonies were a remote place to practice natural history and philosophy. British scientific interest in the New World was far stronger rhetorically than in practice, and the disregard of the mother country made it difficult for colonial naturalists to build the ties with London (the heart of imperial scientific activity) that they required to fulfil their aspirations. Only a tiny and diffuse circle of colonial intellectuals possessed the substantial wealth, incontrovertible status, appropriate education, and extensive trans-Atlantic correspondence required to pursue their scientific interests without metropolitan encouragement, importing equipment and private libraries and single-handedly bringing their findings to European attention. 17 Even where they were present, these elite individuals remained aloof from their neighbors. Regarding themselves as Europeans in exile, they invested all their energy in preserving a vestigial place in the metropolitan scientific communities they had personally frequented in the past. They therefore scarcely perceived (let alone cultivated) whatever modest scientific activity was stirring around them. Even if Franklin and other minor enthusiasts had the intelligence and the leisure to develop their scientific ideas fully, therefore, they lacked the resources, cohesion, and capacity to forge the relationships across the Atlantic that they needed to fulfill their promise.
European experimenters were usually familiar with a range of essential printed works and circulating manuscripts that initiated them into a common conceptual framework. Like T. H. Breen's ''shared language of consumption,'' this collective experience created affinities between dispersed naturalists and smoothed the flow of their correspondence. It deepened their mutual understanding and promoted collaboration. 18 It equipped them with the necessary expertise to interpret scientific data in situ for themselves rather than conveying their findings for analysis by more specialist taxonomists in London and other ''centres of calculation.'' 19 Finally, their common experience demolished social barriers; among Esprit Calvet's European ''society of friends,'' for example, ''one's place in [the] hierarchy was determined not by birth, wealth, or age but its members' perception of one's knowledge and expertise.'' Indeed, not cosmopolitanism and social superiority but ''ordinariness, provinciality and Yet these European ''scientific amateurs'' were still drawn mainly from those elite occupational groups (doctors, lawyers, government officials, and occasionally the clergy) enjoying the greatest access to professional networks and possessing the capital and prestige to penetrate the scientific community. At the very least, they benefited from the kind of intense local assemblages of power, patronage, and polite values that could extend scientific resources to those outside the elite. These had no colonial equivalents, and their absence created a gulf in status and opportunities dividing scientific Americans (and other relatively isolated outliers) from European experimenters working in areas of concentrated scientific activity. James Logan's private library at Stenton, near Philadelphia, boasted some 188 scientific books and manuscripts, the largest collection in the British colonies. As late as 1746, however, those Pennsylvanians relying only on membership in the Library Company for their natural history and philosophy had access to just sixty titles, whereas nonmembers might readily purchase fewer than fifteen from colonial bookstores. Given such limited public availability, those with a professional or personal need for scientific material had to rely on their own sources of supply. 21 Like Europeans on the fringe, therefore, most scientific Americans ''could not make much improvement . . . for want of bookes,'' and they had no entrée into international correspondence networks.
22
These conditions barred aspirant American naturalists from the common conceptual framework of the Republic of Letters and (even if their findings found their way to the metropolitan centers of science) undermined their credibility as interpreters. 23 In 1742 one of the few ordinary Americans to enjoy scientific contacts in England, the Pennsylvanian botanist John Bartram, expressed this difficulty when he subordinated his interpretive ambitions to the demands of his metropolitan backers. He confined himself to the role of provincial-''send[ing] over to some of the Members of the Royal Society in London, at their Request, Plants, Seeds and Specimens . . . in order to be farther discovered and made useful by the Learned and Ingenious there. '' 24 As the short life of the first American Philosophical Society (1743-47) has shown, these conditions persisted even at midcentury. Middling scientific Americans remained too few and fragmented to coordinate themselves institutionally.
As a printer-bookseller, Franklin was unusually well placed among such middling people to compensate for these difficulties. 25 He was quick to recognize the potential synergy between his working life and his intellectual enthusiasm: he appreciated even then his ''Access to better Books'' during his apprenticeship and devoured them day and night to satisfy his ''Thirst for Knowledge. ' vanced his own intellectual agenda in small ways by giving specific instructions to the (still weak) business contacts supplying his store with assorted European print. Franklin's career in the book trade, in other words, exposed him to a world of information and ideas otherwise beyond his reach. The meager but important access to intellectual print that Franklin's employment provided helped him educate himself better than most curious Americans. Composing articles and pamphlets built up his analytical fitness. Finally, his work supported his social and intellectual progress by connecting him to the prosperous and educated sections of society that routinely bought books and engaged with ideas. The offices of the Philadelphia postmaster (starting in 1735), clerk of the Pennsylvania Assembly (from 1736), and government printer (soon after) familiarized him with meeting and manipulating both the wider reading public and the colonial elite. Some of the contacts he made even provided direct support for his naturalist ambitions-exchanging their scientific books for his and increasing his confidence with marks of respect. It was partly by this mechanism that, despite his lack of formal education, Franklin became ''well read in the literature of experimental science and was fully aware of Newton's [work]'' some years ''before he began his studies in electricity.'' 27 Autodidact though he was, therefore, Franklin achieved a rigorous education during his years as a printer-bookseller. He harnessed the opportunities his job provided to obtain the basic level of social and intellectual education required to study natural philosophy, albeit casually, in the emergent scientific culture of British America.
Franklin never regarded the book trade as merely his passport into scientific circles. Instead, he invested in science and commerce as reciprocally reinforcing concerns. The knowledge, manners, and cultural capital he obtained as a provider of information and ideas filtered through into the articles and pamphlets he wrote, and into his personal reputation, strengthening the credentials of his store as a source of European culture and helping secure its long-term competitiveness. Time spent on science, furthermore, contributed directly to making Franklin's business profitable. The Junto was more than an outlet for his intellectual interest. Its cofounder, the amateur botanist Joseph Breintnall, ''assisted him in his stationer's shop'' and the two collaborated on the ''Busy Body'' essays in the American Weekly Mercury. Breintnall helped Franklin buttress his overstretched infant printing house while these witty essays in the style of Addison and Steele's 27. Cohen, Benjamin Franklin's Science, 3-4. iconic Spectator began to establish it as a center of British fashion. 28 Franklin's press benefited further from the Library Company's success. This institution generated regular printing orders for catalogs and handbills and supplied frequent advertising revenue to the Gazette, which secured regular commissions as its public mouthpiece and paper of record. Franklin's position as a director of an increasingly important cultural hub (whose membership matured from a group of thirty-eight intellectually receptive tradesmen in 1732 to more than one hundred subscribers, including a former mayor and several principal inhabitants of Philadelphia, by 1747) unmistakably consolidated his position as a key culture broker. It further enhanced his personal standing, the respectability of his writing, and the appeal of shopping at his bookstore. 29 Finally, Franklin's early experiments yielded marketable discoveries that also fueled his commercial success. He may not have patented his famous ''New Invented'' stove in 1741, but he did aggressively market it through pamphlets and the Gazette, appoint ''two of his brothers and several friends as agents [selling it] in a number of cities,'' and attempt to grant his Junto friend and Library Company regular Robert Grace ''exclusive rights to manufacture'' it. 30 32 Considering the interdependence of his business and intellectual interests, perhaps he had in mind both the growing cultural contribution of his business and the part played by his intellectual ventures in helping realize this objective. Certainly, by 1748, the commercial infrastructure he had built to undergird trans-Atlantic cultural dialogue was as instrumental to Philadelphia's refinement as his efforts to set up dedicated arenas for intellectual engagement. He would doubtless himself have measured Philadelphia's cultural maturation according not only to the intrinsic public benefit of intellectual engagement, but also to the private commercial advantage he secured by making knowledge and debate defining features of the colony. Indeed, when he first explained the purpose of the Library Company to its London book agent, he made this connection explicitlyidentifying roles for both commercial and institutional information providers in shaping Philadelphia's cultural climate. He justified the Library Company as ''useful; there being no manner of Provision made by the Government for public Education, either in this or the neighbouring Provinces, nor so much as a good Book-Sellers shop nearer than Boston. '' 33 In the next sixteen years he would work to remedy this situation on two fronts. His book-trade and scientific interests served the same interwoven purposes: the cultural convergence of his colony with Britain and his personal advancement as an overseer of that process.
Franklin was relatively fortunate in finding ways of making his working life and scientific interests complement one another. Even so, compared to his European counterparts and the tiny elite of colonial experimenters with robust connections to metropolitan science, his potential for progress remained severely limited. He needed a far more intimate relationship with London (ideally with European naturalists themselves rather than book dealers and dry goods merchants) to graduate from casually conducted and rudimentary scientific observations to working at the forefront of contemporary natural philosophy. The development of his book trade, moreover, and particularly his ambition to continue providing a gateway to British cultural life, was similarly constrained by his haphazard contact with the imperial center. In both cases, he needed a formally appointed and trustworthy ''resident [London] agent to manage the affair'' on his behalf, yet no opportunity of recruiting one in either sphere had presented itself.
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Franklin felt the absence of these connections keenly and attempted repeatedly to establish them. In the 1730s he used the synergy between his business and his science to link himself to several Pennsylvanian experimenters with ties to Britain, including Joseph Breintnall, John Bartram, and even James Logan. 35 Breintnall and Bartram's British links had recently been established and were still very one-sided, however, entailing the sending of plants, seeds, and botanical observations to Peter Collinson. Nevertheless, the dynamics of Collinson's growing American scientific network were complex in the 1730s. His treatment of American naturalists was initially tinged with prejudice, and in the 1730s these relationships were tightly circumscribed. Though Collinson acted as London fixer for many Franklin associates (and perhaps Franklin himself ), the fact that he knew Franklin as the ingenious printer of the rattlesnake plant leaf in the 1737 Poor though Collinson was the one British naturalist actively working to establish a community of middling correspondents in America, these men probably saw little point in forging links between him and Franklin, who displayed little interest in botany. Even if they had, moreover, they were probably mindful of Collinson's apparent importance as a Fellow of the Royal Society, and they preferred not to risk their relationship with him by wasting his time on a colonial printer. Indeed, despite knowing of Collinson since 1731 (when he agreed to be book agent to the Library Company), Franklin himself was probably too fearful of offending against Collinson's status and jeopardizing his patronage to ask for his support before 1747. 37 Logan, by contrast, had a wealth of connections to British intellectual life as America's most learned classicist and the former administrator of Pennsylvania. He was willing to support the Library Company somewhat by advising Franklin on book orders, and he nurtured Franklin's own intellectual interest by offering him access to his Stenton library in return for ''a sight of '' the occasional book from Franklin's store. 38 Even so, Logan never treated Franklin as more than a printer before 1744 and apparently disapproved of his efforts to manufacture extralocal scientific ties. When Franklin produced Logan's Cato Major in 1744, he took the opportunity in the preface to assert the contribution of his printing house to colonial cultural life, saying that this production was ''a happy Omen, that Philadelphia shall become the Seat of the American muse. ' ' 39 Yet Logan rejected as hubristic Franklin's (and indeed any other nonelite American's) pretensions to more than a local scientific role. He was ready to indulge Franklin's enthusiasms and talk over scientific questions with him and Bartram, but Logan long remained rigidly opposed to what he saw-until Franklin's electrical experiments in 1747-as these men's overreaching themselves. 40 He declined to Franklin's unavoidably casual pursuit of science may have elicited only indifferent support from Logan and the rest of Philadelphia's naturalists, and London's general apathy may have prevented him from making deep connections in the European book trade or the Republic of Letters for more than a decade. Nevertheless, when he met Colden on the road in 1743, it was precisely Franklin's unusual combination of attributes (as both a printer-bookseller and an amateur natural philosopher) that finally presented him with a chance to achieve both these goals. Around 1740 Colden had become one of Peter Collinson's most respected American correspondents. 42 As he often did when cementing a new relationship, Collinson had laid out his vision of the potential of American science to Colden and rekindled his excitement at the prospect of participating in the European Republic of Letters. As Colden later informed him: ''I may truely say that it is owing to you that ever [my revised Indian History] had a Birth by your giving me your approbation of the first part & desining it to be continued as a work which you thought may be useful for I had for several years laid aside all thoughts'' of learned pursuits. 43 Thus sensitized to the potential of colonial science, Colden immediately recognized a kindred spirit when, shortly afterward, he met Benjamin Franklin. 44 Colden also had another reason for valuing Franklin. He was directing some of his newfound enthusiasm at a subject close to Franklin's heart: printing. Soon after their encounter, Colden wrote to ask Franklin's advice on ''a Method of Printing which I mentioned to you'' on the road, ''which I last year sent to Mr. Collinson in London. '' 45 Knowing that he was both a printer and an experimenter, Colden probably hoped Franklin would be receptive to innovation in his business. Indeed, Franklin's publication of Breintnall's leaf prints in his 1737 Poor Richard's Almanack appears to have been the inspiration for Colden's new method, an early form of stereotyping. 46 Although ultimately Colden's scheme came to nothing, Franklin ''consider[ed] it very attentively and particularly'' and the episode provided the basis for future intellectual correspondence. 47 Franklin respected Colden as a source of scientific insight, while Colden enjoyed Franklin's vivacity and mental dexterity, informing a colleague that ''I accidentally last summer fell into Comp y with a Printer (the most ingenious in his way without question of any in America[)] . . . a man very lucky in improving every hint. '' 48 Galvanized by Collinson's enthusiasm, moreover, Colden now shared Collinson's desire to build an intercolonial scientific network and sought to expand his small mid-Atlantic naturalist community by finding ways to correspond with other (previously unknown) scientific Americans. Since by this time Franklin managed a printing house in Charleston and oversaw the postal network throughout Virginia and the Carolinas, Colden hoped Franklin would draw on the advice of his handful of scientific friends in Philadelphia and on the infrastructure he commanded to build links with men of science in the South on Colden's behalf. In 1744 Colden bemoaned knowing ''none besides Mr. Logan, Mr. Alexander and your self in this part of the world to whos judgement I can refer any thing'' scientific. 49 By 1746, however, he had become acquainted with many more, not least through Franklin, who enabled him to distribute his draft of Explication of the First Causes of Action in Matter throughout the southern colonies for critical comment. 50 For two decades Collinson had patiently advocated his botanical agenda and desire for an integrated colonial scientific community among his correspondents across the Atlantic, but with limited success. The turning point came when Colden embraced these objectives and enlisted Franklin to help pursue them. new ''Method of Printing.'' What the established narrative does not consider is the relationship between these two events. In wanting ''to see [Hall] in better Business than that of a Journeyman,'' Strahan must have considered other options before resolving on the drastic measure of sending his friend to America. 54 Indeed, after Hall's departure he regularly expressed his regret at their separation, insisting that if his friend should ever return, ''my house shall be your house, and my Purse as much yours as my own. '' 55 We know that contemporary British book men regarded the American market as immature, risky, and unprofitable. Why, then, would Strahan settle on America as his friend's best hope of advancement? Reid had probably begun ordering book shipments from Strahan around 1740, after meeting him in London, and it has often been assumed that it was Reid who sparked the London printer's desire for an American connection. 56 In fact, Peter Collinson played a hitherto unrecognized pivotal role.
Collinson knew little about printing in America, and it seems he had no regular connection to Franklin in late 1742. Nevertheless, he believed passionately in America's potential and invested in strengthening the colonies' literary and scientific community despite the prevailing climate of indifference. J. Bennett Nolan has shown that it was Collinson who acted as Reid's agent when he imported his first books from London in 1738. This is likely to have been on the recommendation of Reid's uncle James Logan, with whom Collinson corresponded. When Reid visited London in late 1739, he met Collinson in person, and he met Strahan soon afterwardquite possibly introduced at Collinson's instigation. Two years later, as we know, Collinson contacted Strahan about Colden's printing proposal and held conversations with him on the subject. Surely it is likely that in advancing the interests of his American colleagues on these occasions, Collinson also excited Strahan's interest in the colonies themselves, as he had done with many others before. 58 Though Colden did not mention Franklin by name, Strahan's response that ''it must be Mr Franklin you mean'' demonstrates that Strahan recognized him by his reputation, which (since Franklin had no direct London connections) he had most probably learned of from Reid. Taken alone, Reid's opinion was probably not sufficient to justify sending Hall to work in Philadelphia. Reid proved to be an unambitious, smallscale customer who had almost certainly begun defaulting on his debts, leading Strahan to ''like [neither] his Character nor Management,'' to doubt his honesty, and to question his judgment. 59 The arrival of Colden's letter at this crucial moment (with its further endorsement of Franklin), however, would have served to allay any doubts about Reid's testimonial and to confirm Franklin's suitability as Hall's employer. This would have been so particularly after Collinson had explained Colden's credentials as a respected natural philosopher and colonial official.
What has not received sufficient attention, then, is that Strahan's decision to send Hall to Philadelphia-which finally ensured Franklin's commercial success by providing him with his long-desired ''Friend in London whose Judgement I could depend on''-probably relied as much on Franklin's scientifically grounded affinity with Colden as on the contemporary state of his business network. This crucial connection was underpinned by Collinson's business dealings with the British book trade, in which he acted as agent for his existing American correspondents. 60 Franklin may have enticed Strahan by informing him, ''I have already three Printing-Houses in three different Colonies, and purpose to set up a fourth if I can meet with a proper Person to manage it,'' but he needed the backing of Colden's character assessment to clinch the deal. 61 Without the belief that Collinson persistently displayed in the potential of the colonies, furthermore, Colden 58. His departure date is unknown. 59. Strahan to Hall, February 10, 1751, Strahan Letters. In 1748 Strahan informed Reid, ''I was in good Hopes your Affairs were in the most flourishing Condition from your former Accounts. . . . there must be some Misconduct on your Side, else Things must be better with you than you describe them to be. might not have been actively prospecting for ways to develop his American scientific community when he and Franklin met, and Strahan might never have been persuaded to make his career-changing offer to an American at all, let alone to Franklin. Franklin's business and scientific activities inextricably shared the responsibility for creating his chance encounter with Colden and determining its consequences. Meeting Colden not only enhanced Franklin's book trade, it transformed his ability to practice science and paved the way for his famous electrical experiments. This was partly through the influence of the newfound alliance with Strahan and Hall on Franklin's lifestyle. The security of a London agent and a skilled and trustworthy partner created the conditions Franklin needed to confirm his business as a repository of British urbanity and fashion. In doing so, he enhanced his personal reputation and social opportunities as a broker of culture, and he secured the right conditions and personnel to steward his Philadelphia office when (after three years) he decided to ''retire'' from routine trade. Eager to use Franklin's business networks to pioneer a mutually beneficial intercolonial scientific community, moreover, Colden began to use Franklin as his intermediary in corresponding with other natural philosophers and as the logistical coordinator of that community. In the process, Colden gave Franklin opportunities to build intellectual connections of his own and to gain access to fresh scientific print on a scale he could never have achieved alone. Above all, he conferred on Franklin the legitimacy of a man of science he had formerly struggled to achieve.
When Franklin launched the first American Philosophical Society with his Proposal for Promoting Useful Knowledge (1743), he described how his book-trade infrastructure had made Philadelphia the natural center for the society. It was ''the City nearest the Centre of the Continent-Colonies, communicating with all of them northward and southward by Post, and with all the Islands by Sea.'' His business network would also, he explained, convey ''Communications . . . between the Secretary of the Society and the Members, Postage-free.'' 62 The American Philosophical Society may have been too ambitious a project for the colonies' underdeveloped middling scientific community to maintain in 1743, but the maturing personal relationships between experimenters that it attempted to formalize and extend proved more valuable and durable than the institution (which did not meet with success until its relaunch in 1768).
After to integrate the small and largely independent knots of middling scientific inhabitants in each colony into a single community of correspondents. After Franklin's retirement from active business he continued to enjoy exceptional contacts throughout America, and to manage the flow of information through his network as part of his position as Philadelphia postmaster and, from 1751, deputy postmaster general of America. By 1753 Franklin was clearly using this network to harmonize colonial naturalist activity. In that year he distributed James Alexander's pamphlet calling on scientific Americans to observe the transit of Mercury, and afterward he collated the results for dispatch to London. Attempts were coordinated from New York to the Caribbean, and Benjamin Mecom (Franklin's junior partner in Antigua) quickly relayed the successful Caribbean measurements of a local resident, William Shervington, back to the Northeast. 63 Franklin even kept his promise of free postage for American men of science. As Bartram explained to Collinson in 1747 (just as the American Philosophical Society collapsed): ''He was so kind as to tell me to acquaint thee that any letters thee pleas to send to me . . . if the incloseth it in A letter directed to him he will deliver it to me post free which is very kind indeed. '' 64 Franklin must have been aware of Peter Collinson's burgeoning connections among his friends, and among middling Americans generally, at this time. What Franklin may not have fully realized (looking at Collinson's connections from his position on the periphery of the Philadelphia botanical circle) was that almost all the scientific Americans Franklin helped introduce through his network in the 1740s were individually (and still largely independently) among Collinson's correspondents. During the 1730s, seeing himself as a facilitator of the transmission of colonial scientific discoveries rather than an experimenter in his own right, Collinson had established connections with small groups of curious Americans in New York, Philadelphia, and Virginia and encouraged their coalescence into local scientific communities. Willing to offer whatever support he could to improve their productivity-and by extension (as their publicist in London) his own reputation-Collinson also sponsored collaboration between these three groups in the hope of ultimately integrating them into one intercolonial 65 Franklin gave Collinson what he wanted, and yet he was working to secure his own aims (both commercial and scientific); he was at first perhaps only indirectly aware of the Londoner's pervasive influence on middling colonial natural history and philosophy. In 1746, however, still looking for a scientific agent in London who could provide him with access to the latest specialist print and equipment and usher him into the common conceptual framework enjoyed by British naturalists, Franklin finally approached Collinson himself. This had been too daunting a task before he began corresponding with Colden and contributing to the integration of scientific America, but three years of exposure to well-connected colonial naturalists and of earning their good opinion had given Franklin the confidence he needed.
When Collinson sent to the Library Company in 1745 ''an Account of the new German Experiments in Electricity, together with a Glass Tube, and some Directions for using it, so as to repeat [them],'' Franklin saw his chance to make his move. 66 He had already become excited by the possibilities of electrical experiments after meeting Dr. Archibald Spencer on the same 1743 business trip to Boston that led him to encounter Colden. He therefore studied the equipment as carefully as possible ''and by much Practice acquir'd great Readiness in performing'' both common experiments and ''a Number of new Ones'' of his own. 67 68 Fortunately, Collinson (who was in fact an unpretentious man of relatively similar standing and temperament) gave Franklin's work a ''friendly Reception'' and encouraged him to continue his experiments. He famously presented them to the Royal Society and to his many European correspondents, and he secured their publication as the famous Experiments and Observations (1751). 69 Collinson was as important to Franklin's science as Strahan was to his book trade. Perhaps rewarding Franklin for contributing to his own grand design for a collaborative intercolonial scientific community, Collinson provided Franklin with the resources (the latest print, manuscripts, and correspondence) he needed to advance European electrical knowledge from America, and he faced down prejudice and vested interests to see Franklin's work celebrated as it deserved. Not only did he prove its value to a skeptical Royal Society by securing the approval of Louis XV and his court electricians, but he also helped secure Franklin the Copley Medal in 1753 and (more important) ensured his unanimous election as a Fellow of the Royal Society in 1756-the final seal on his acceptance in Europe as a ''distinguished . . . natural philosopher'' and a ''gentleman.'' 70 Without the credentials Franklin gained after encountering Colden in 1743, it is possible that none of this would have occurred. This article's strong but speculative claim has been that Franklin and Colden's ''meeting on the road'' was itself crucial in prompting Strahan to encourage Hall's move to Philadelphia. The evidence for this assertion is purely circumstantial, but it is clear that an awareness of Franklin's ingenuity and intellectual engagement influenced Strahan and Hall's decision, and that Colden was undoubtedly their most reliable source for this knowledge in 1743-44. Even if this claim fell in light of further evidence, the broader analysis of how (alongside Hall's arrival) the ''meeting on the road'' facilitated Franklin's scientific maturation and brought him into Collinson's naturalist network would still stand, as would the account provided of how these previously separate communities developed and mutually reinforced each other.
Franklin's two trans-Atlantic networks were indivisibly intermeshed and developed symbiotically. Together they secured his position as a conduit of European culture and a living demonstration that America both shared in that culture and could help determine its future direction. The communities of readers and experimenters these networks facilitated, and the ''cultural cargoes'' they conveyed, ensured that by the 1750s Americans could at last correctly claim that ''The first Drudgery of Settling new Colonies, which confines the Attention of People to mere Necessaries, is now pretty well over,'' and that the opportunity existed to ''cultivate the finer Arts, and improve the common Stock of Knowledge'' together with their European kindred. 71 The consequences also went further. Franklin's book-trade and scientific networks demonstrated to him the possibilities of a unified America.
In 1754 the Albany Congress attempted to negotiate strategies for protecting the colonies against the common threat of French and Indian attack. Franklin proposed his famous Plan of Union-arguing for a combined system of defense against the enemy and that ''Britain and her Colonies should be considered as one Whole, and not as different States with separate Interests. '' 72 Among those he advised of his intent before putting his case publicly were Colden, Alexander, and Collinson, who ''express[ed] their Approbation'' and considered it ''extreamly well digested.'' 73 Franklin's opinion appealed to these men because their construction of an intercolonial and transAtlantic scientific community had powerfully demonstrated the benefits of pan-American collaboration for their individual research agendas. Frank- communities conferred on him in return for mutual benefit. His skill was first in mingling, and then in mediating between, these diverse interests. The connection among his science, his business, and his politics was so fundamental that it endured long after most of his earliest scientific friends were dead. When he went to press after Christmas 1775 with another article on the ''Rattle-snake as a Symbol of America'' (this time warning the British, ''Don't tread on me''), Franklin could not resist expressing his political analogy in scientific terms. He distinguished his patriotic viper ''from those of the same genus or class of animals'' and noted zoologically, ''The poison of her teeth is the necessary means of digesting her food, and at the same time is certain destruction to her enemies.'' ''The Rattle-Snake is solitary'' he concluded, ''and associates with her kind only when it is necessary for their preservation.'' Franklin seems almost to have imagined Britain and its colonies as a nest of snakes that had huddled together merely to survive a long winter, but they were no longer the ''one Whole'' he had envisaged in 1754. 76 Now the thirteen had to fight as one to escape their mother 76. B. Franklin, ''The Rattle-Snake as a Symbol of America,'' Pennsylvania Journal, December 27, 1775. and preserve their individual freedoms. With this essay on the eve of the Revolution Franklin publicly renounced his 1754 design for America's formal union with Britain. Yet, in doing so, his choice of words (even his medium) subtly reaffirmed his faith in those informal trans-Atlantic networks for commerce and curiosity that had briefly made that possibility seem real.
